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By Alicia Rowe 
Furman students spend an adventurous term in the desert Southwest, 
learning firsthand about wildlife conservation and resource management. 
When I read in The Paladin during the fall of 2004 that Furman might establish a new travel study program that would involve animals, camping, hiking and 
a ranch in the desert, I could not believe my eyes! When I didn't 
find out that there was actually going to be a program until after 
the application deadline, but was still able to apply and was 
accepted, I could not believe my luck. 
And when I told my parents that I was going to live 
for 12 weeks in the wilds of New Mexico, where I would 
be chasing snakes and mice on one of Ted Turner's ranches 
while enduring such semi-primitive conditions as limited 
electricity, sporadic Internet access and intermittent cell­
phone signals, they could not believe I was their daughter. 
However, I am their daughter, and it all happened. 
This fall, I embarked on a journey into the unknown with 
10 other Furman students, two Furman alumni/graduate 
students (Kate Ingram '03 and Mike Evette '05), one Furman 
biology professor (Travis Perry '92) and one professor from 
the University of New Mexico (Kate Thibault, pronounced 
Tee-bo ). The adventure was the brainchild of Dr. Perry, who 
had conducted research at New Mexico 's Ladder Ranch and 
had fallen in love with the place and its wonderful little ghost 
town, Hermosa, which means beautiful in Spanish. 
The area around the ranch features abundant wildlife, 
and Steve Dobrott, manager of the ranch, was interested in 
making better educational use of the facility. Dr. Perry came 
up with the idea of starting a biology 
field school, and for four years they 
worked to arrange for accommodations, 
guest speakers and lecturers, and field 
experiences. Their efforts came to 
fruition this fall, when Furman's 
Wild Semester was born. 
The goal was to help students learn 
to be field biologists while studying 
conservation and ecology and working 
hand-in-hand with such government 
agencies as the U.S. Forest Service and 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. In 
other words, engaged learning at its 
best. 
The program lived up to our 
wildest expectations, and more. 
We had the time of our lives while 
discovering amazing new things about 
the world and the animals that live 
in it. 
Hermosa and Ladder Ranch 
Ted Turner purchased Ladder Ranch in 1992 with the idea 
of using it for bison management and wildlife conservation. 
Its 155,550 acres support 45,000 head of bison. 
In addition to raising bison, Ladder Ranch is dedicated 
to conserving endangered species and wildlife biodiversity 
with the help of the Turner Endangered Species Fund. For 
example, the ranch has acclimation pens for Mexican gray 
wolves to live in before they are released into the wild; the 
program is part of the Fish and Wildlife Service's wolf 
reintroduction program. The ranch has also established new 
populations of the black-tailed prairie dog and is working 
to help save the Chiricahua leopard frog. The Rio Grande 
cutthroat trout is another species that is protected on the 
ranch. We worked with all these species except the gray wolves. 
Hermosa itself is a plot of private land on the ranch. 
In the late 1880s it served as a base camp of sorts for gold 
and silver miners who came to the area and developed it 
into a small settlement. In 1889, a flash flood washed away 
virtually the entire town. What remains from the original 
settlement are a cemetery; an adobe hotel (where the students 
lived), complete with uneven floors, a caved-in porch and 
a community of lizards; and the one-room log post office, 
where Dr. Perry lived. A house with kitchen and dining 
facilities and two other small buildings, all added later, 
rounded out our base. 
True to its name, Hermosa is breathtakingly beautiful. 
It is surrounded by gorgeous mountains, and the Palomas 
Creek runs through its front yard. And surprisingly enough, 
to me at least, the landscape was green for most of the time 
we were there. 
Before the trip, when I imagined what Hermosa would 
be like I thought of the stereotypical Southwest: lots of red 
dirt, sand, rocks and cacti. Instead it was an oasis of green 
grasses, yellow rabbit brush, orange globe mallow, white 
and pink apache plume, juniper and pine trees. 
We could not have had a more perfect setting for our 
12 weeks in the West. 
A day in the life 
Our lives at Hermosa followed a somewhat normal schedule. 
The students were divided into three crews to share the work­
load and take care of everyone's needs. The cooking crew 
did the grocery shopping and prepared all the meals for 15 
people. The cleaning crew washed dishes and cleaned the 
kitchen after meals, and the maintenance crew cleaned 
the bathrooms, swept, mopped and did other odd jobs. 
Each crew consisted of three or four students, and 
we rotated crews every week. Not only did this system keep 
things running smoothly, but it was a great way to create 
cohesiveness and teamwork within the group. 
A typical day began around 6:15 a.m., when the cooking 
crew-often wearing the same clothes they had on the day 
before- would roll out of their sleeping bags and off their 
Above: A female bull snake, caught in the wild outside 
Hermosa; from left, the students' hotel, classroom 
and kitchen at Ladder Ranch. Opposite: The group 
gathers in White Sands National Monument in New 
Mexico, which features 275 square miles of gypsum 
dunes. All photos courtesy Alicia Rowe. 
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air mattresses to set out food for breakfast, which lasted until 
7:30. The cooks had to be creative because we had several 
vegetarians and people with food allergies. 
Our classes- Field Zoology, Natural Resource 
Management ( N R M) and Ecology of the Southwest 
-started promptly at 8 a.m. The Mercantile of Hermosa, 
a long adobe building with a large main room, served as our 
classroom; it looked like a classic Western General Store that 
you might see in the movies. With white adobe walls and 
panoramic views of the mountains, the building provided 
an ideal classroom environment. A diesel-fueled generator 
provided electricity. 
We would eat lunch between N R M and ecology class, 
and almost every week guest speakers from such organiza­
tions as the Forest Service, Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau 
of Land Management and the New Mexico Department 
of Game and Fish would visit and talk to us about conser­
vation. They also shared information about internships and 
job opportunities, and we were able to do field work with 
some of them to see what their jobs are like. 
Two days a week we would have a lab, most of which 
included work in the field. On days we didn't have lab, we 
were free to explore the wilderness around Hermosa - but 
only if we told the bosses where we were going and how long 
we would be gone. We enjoyed chasing the assorted lizards, 
snakes and bugs that inhabited the area, but we also found 
time for studying, reading and napping outside. 
Supper was served around 7 p.m.; the generator would 
be turned back on so that we didn 't have to eat in the dark. 
The power stayed on until about 1 1, so we tried to do every­
thing that required light before then. If you wanted to stay 
up later, a headlamp or flashlight would be your best friend, 
although you 'd have to endure the moth attacks on the 
warmer nights. On nights before big tests, our professors 
were kind enough to allow extra generator time. 
Weekends were usually devoted to overnight field trips, 
grocery shopping (often an all-day affair, since the nearest 
store was about two hours away) and sometimes a visit 
to the laundromat, although it didn 't take long for us 
to get used to wearing the same clothes and going without 
a shower for days on end. 
Fun with rodents 
Our first weekend field trip was to Portal, Ariz., where 
research on competition between small mammals and the 
effects they have on the plants they eat has been going on 
since 1977. The Portal site is in southeastern Arizona, which 
is a transition zone between the Chihuahuan and Sonoran 
deserts and features a wide variety of plants and animals. 
This research site was initially designed to observe 
how different species of granivorous (seed-eating) rodents 
and other small mammals competed with granivorous 
ants for food, and how this competition affected the plant 
community. The scope of the research has since broadened 
Above: Moon rise over Arizona. Opposite, from top: 
The students found bear tracks one day on Ladder Ranch; 
at the Arizona Sonora Desert Museum, they encountered 
a Mexican beaded lizard and an American kestrel, the 
smallest falcon in North America. 
to include the study of how changes in the plant community 
(from desert grassland to scrubland) have affected the animal 
population of the area. Much of the information gathered 
at Portal was in our N RM and ecology textbooks, so we felt 
privileged to see our texts come to life. 
One weekend evening each month at Portal, Sherman 
traps (rectangular live rodent traps) are set out in 24 experi­
mental plots. The next morning the traps are collected. 
Those that have a rodent are labeled and the "catch" is 
"processed"- which doesn't mean "turned into cat food" 
but refers to identifying the animal's species, gender and 
reproductive status. 
Once those characteristics are determined, the animal's 
weight and hind foot length are measured. If it had been 
captured previously, it already has a tag and its number is 
recorded as a recapture; if it's a new capture, it is tagged, 
then released. Our job as volunteers was to set out the 
traps at night, then help gather them in the morning. 
Once we started handling the rodents, things got interest­
ing. Several times Dr. Thibault had to show off her rodent 
rodeo skills by recapturing escapees from the hands of 
inexperienced students, including me. Our favorite critter 
was the kangaroo rat, with its long, tufted tail and huge 
hind feet that it uses for jumping around like its namesake. 
After processing the rodents the morning after our first 
night of trapping, we went to Cave Creek Canyon for a picnic 
lunch and a bit of hiking and relaxing. In going from 
a dry, scrubby desert to an apache pine forest complete 
with a stream, we saw clearly how elevation affects the 
lay of the land. 
In addition to the rodents we captured, we saw a variety 
of other wildlife at Portal, including a Mojave rattlesnake, 
the most deadly snake in the Southwest. It was beautiful 
but looked ready to strike, so we kept our distance. We also 
encountered a Centruroides scorpion, another deadly species. 
The most exciting moment came when a tarantula some­
how ended up in Heather Rowan's pants. After it was extri­
cated and general order was restored, some of us worked 
up enough courage to hold the huge, furry spider. It was 
actually amazingly calm, and so was Heather. But after 
the incident, we double- and triple-checked our sleeping 
bags, tents and boots before going to bed. 
When we returned to Portal the next month, we were a 
great deal more accomplished and better able to handle the 
squirmy rodents, much to Dr. Thibault's relief. The Portal 
outings were memorable for other reasons as well, as we 
camped in the desert with no access to water and with thorny 
bushes as our only privacy when answering nature's call. 
It was a blast! 
Road cruising 
The best time to go on safaris was at night, when the nocturnal 
animals would emerge and begin foraging. On their journeys, 
they would often cross the back roads of New Mexico. 
Taking advantage of the lack of evening traffic and 
of Dr. Perry's knowledge of the area, we would frequently 
engage in one of our favorite pastimes: road cruising. We 
would pile into the van and head out, scanning the landscape 
for animals. 
Once we had a sighting, we would park and leap out 
of the van as fast as we could, chasing after whatever we 
had seen. We usually saw more snakes than anything else, 
but we also tracked the occasional toad, coyote or skunk. 
When we caught something, Dr. Perry would step into 
professorial mode by telling us the animal's scientific name 
(which we would later be tested on) and describing its 
idiosyncrasies and its in fluence on the local ecosystem. 
We did have one interesting encounter while road cruising 
in the southern tip of New Mexico: We were pulled over 
by the Border Patrol. I suppose a white, 12-passenger van, 
driving on back roads at night and stopping frequently, might 
look a bit suspicious, but as soon as the officer learned that 
we were legal, he let us go. I was tempted to answer in a 
foreign language when he asked if all of us were American 
citizens, but I figured it might not be the best idea. 
One cool creature we caught while road cruising was 
a Couch's Spadefoot Toad. This little amphibian is well 
adapted to living in dry climates. It has a small, hard, spade­
like protuberance on each of its hind feet (hence its name), 
which it uses to burrow into the ground. The Spadefoot 
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Toad is rarely observed above ground because it emerges 
only in wet weather, to mate and lay eggs. So seeing 
it was a rare opportunity. 
Dr. Perry was always on the lookout for new specimens 
to add to his animal skull collection. On a daytime trip that 
initially wasn't meant to be a road cruising event, he spotted 
a dead badger (one of his favorite animals), so we pulled 
over to check it out. Because badgers are extremely secretive, 
getting to see one was a real treat- even if it was dead. 
The head was undamaged, so Mr. Badger became a donor 
to science, as Dr. Perry extracted its head and one of its arms 
so that we could study the bones. 
Needless to say, we won't soon forget our road cruising 
adventures. 
R&R in Santa Fe 
In late September, after a month of roughing it, we enjoyed 
a special treat: a weekend in beautiful Santa Fe. Our 
adventure started ominously, though; on our way out of 
Hermosa, we blew a tire on Dr. Perry 's huge truck. After 
a long struggle with the spare tire, car jack and rusty, mud­
sealed nuts and bolts, we were able to resume our five-hour 
trip. Lucky we had two guys in our group, because the tire 
problem required some major brute force. 
When we finally arrived and settled into our hotel, we 
headed into downtown Santa Fe, also known as "The Plaza." 
What an incredible city! The Hispanic and Native American 
influences are quite obvious, and the city 's building codes 
require everything in the Plaza to be made of adobe. There 
was even an adobe I H O P! 
We went looking for treasures and had no trouble finding 
them. At the Indian Market, Native Americans sell turquoise 
and silver jewelry, blankets, baskets and other handmade 
goods. There was also a classic car show, complete with old 
Cadillacs, Porsches, Camaros, Model-Ts, and even a few 
Harley Davidsons. I love old cars, so I was drooling. 
The main plaza featured mariachi bands and other forms 
of live music, and the shops ranged from fossil stores (which, 
being a bit of a rock hound, I loved) to department stores 
and your typical Southwestern tourist traps. We even visited 
a furniture store that specialized in exotic upholstery made 
of animal furs and skins. I sat in a throne-like chair, covered 
with giraffe fur, that cost more than $4,800! I made sure to sit 
extremely carefully, and I felt quite important sitting in that 
creation, while at the same time feeling sorry for the giraffe. 
Even though this was supposedly a "free weekend," we 
also took advantage of the educational opportunities the city 
offered. Some of us visited the Georgia O'Keeffe museum; 
others went to the Loretto Chapel to view the " Miraculous 
Stairway," an unsupported spiral stairway built for the chapel 
by a mysterious stranger. I attended Mass in the Cathedral 
of St. Francis of Assisi, built in the early 1600s. I had never 
been to Mass before so it  was a wonderful cultural and 
religious experience for me, although I was extremely grateful 
that one of the Catholics in our group was there to coach me 
through the liturgy. 
Santa Fe was a spectacular place to spend our R&R 
weekend, and all of us wished we could have had more 
time there. 
And immediately upon our return, I made my first snake 
catch! I stepped out of the van, spotted a bull snake crawling 
along the dirt road, and quickly made the grab. I felt I had 
officially arrived! 
Going batty 
Another of Ted Turner's ranches in New Mexico, the 
Armendaris Ranch, features a 250,000- to 750,000-year-old 
lava flow with a collapsed portion, called a lava tube. This 
lava tube, known as the Jornada Bat Cave, is the second 
largest of its kind in North America and is home to eight 
bat species. As many as eight million bats can live in the 
cave at any given time. 
When we arrived, the first thing we noticed were ruins 
made of volcanic rock. These ruins are actually left from 
a guano (bat poop) mine, which was mined for its high-grade 
phosphate lime and potassium nitrate from 1899 to 1902. 
All that is left of the above-ground buildings that were used 
by the miners are tumbling walls built of stacked lava rocks. 
While we were setting up camp near the ruins and 
exploring the lava flow, it started raining, even though the 
sun was still shining. And you know what forms when sun 
and rain mix: rainbows. We were blessed with a beautiful 
double rainbow, arching over the ruins. And that was just 
the start of the evening's events. 
Our purpose for going to the cave was to see the hundreds 
of thousands of M exican free-tailed bats take off at dusk. 
We set up mist nets on one side of the cave's mouth, hoping 
that we might be able to catch a bat and examine it .  Mist 
nets are made of very thin material that can't be sensed 
by the bats' echolocation. 
When dusk finally fell, the show began. I t  was spectacular! 
Not even the rain dampened the wonder. 
As if on cue, thousands upon thousands of bats flew 
out of the cave in a counter-clockwise pattern, which proved 
to be an extremely organized method of departure. We ended 
up catching a female bat and getting an up close and personal 
view of this fascinating creature with the grumpy face. After 
releasing her, we continued watching the bats dance for 
another hour before the rain intensified and drove us back 
to the shelter of our tents. There's no way of knowing 
exactly how long the show went on. 
Above: A gorgeous sunset over Ladder Ranch; inspecting 
a Mexican free-tailed bat. Opposite: When the laundromat 
isn't an option, wash your clothes in the sink and hang them 
on the ranch's barbed wire fence - but don't forget to enjoy 
the view; Professor Perry welcomes a guest on the trip 
to Bosque del Apache; a desert flower in full bloom at 
the Gila Cl iff Dwellings. 
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Bosque del Apache 
The Bosque del Apache W ildlife Refuge near Socorro, N. M . ,  
is a magical place. Each fall the refuge comes alive with 
the animals it was designed to protect - birds, especially 
waterfowl. 
Created by Franklin D. Roosevelt's Civilian Conservation 
Corps in the 1930s as a haven for migratory birds, Bosque 
del Apache is one of the few safe places where birds can stop 
on their travels south from the Arctic Coastal Plain and 
Canada. The refuge is flooded annually to create a wetland 
environment for the migration season, and crops of the birds' 
favorite foods are planted. 
We woke up early on a Saturday in late October to make 
it to the refuge before sunrise, because that is when the fun 
begins. When we arrived, it  was still dark and silent .  Around 
7:20 the sun began to appear, and with it came the birds. 
At first we just heard twitters in the distance and the beauti­
ful, laugh-like calls of the sandhill crane. Then we began 
seeing the profiles of lone birds or pairs of birds against 
the rising sun. 
The light seemed to serve as the volume control for the 
refuge, because the higher the sun rose, the louder the birds' 
conversations became. Then we began to see entire flocks 
of birds take off: snow geese, cranes, ducks, Canada geese, 
even a few birds of prey flying low over the grasses. 
We spotted a coyote hunting in the tall grasses and 
watched as it cornered, killed and ate a rodent .  I t  was 
amazing to experience something that you would otherwise 
see only on the Discovery Channel. 
Another memorable sighting was a roadrunner, although 
much to our disappointment it didn't say "Beep! Beep!" 
Maybe the coyote we had seen earlier was actually the 
infamous Wile E. Coyote, consoling himself with a rodent 
since he was still unable to catch his elusive prey. 
The refuge's bird counter indicated that more than 60,000 
birds were present that day. Later in the season, the numbers 
would reach the hundreds of thousands. I can only imagine 
how incredible that would be, because just 60,000 birds 
at sunrise provided an awesome sight. 
It  is a relief to know that this safe haven for beautiful, 
travel-weary birds will serve as a reliable avian pit stop 
for years to come. 
This page: Bosque del Apache Wildlife Refuge, a haven 
for birds, did not disappoint. Opposite: Sunrise at 
Bosque del Apache; Alicia Rowe atop a hardened lava 
flow in New Mexico's Carrizozo Mal pais. A member 
of the Class of 2006, she is an earth and environmental 
sciences major from Blacksburg, S.C. 
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A new outlook 
How do I sum up the 12 weeks of Wild Semester? I think 
I can speak for my fellow travelers in saying that I am now 
more politically and environmentally aware. I have learned 
to think more critically about the world and our place in it, 
and I actually have the desire to read the newspaper and find 
out more about what's happening around me, which never 
happened prior to this trip. 
I have learned that there are things I can do as an 
individual to make a difference. I have a broader back­
ground of knowledge that I plan to apply to a job in the 
environmental sciences after I graduate. And the scant 
amount of material possessions we were allowed to take due 
to space constraints have made me realize that I can survive 
just fine without many of the luxuries of modern-day life. 
I have a far richer understanding of how different animals 
impact their environment, and vice versa. And I now realize 
how the removal of even one species can dramatically affect 
the ecosystem in which it lived. 
I have learned how to cook for 15 people, including vege­
tarians. I have eaten everything from tofu to fresh bison meat 
(not together, of course). And I have made friends that will 
last a lifetime. 
In closing, I leave you with an excerpt from Aldo 
Leopold's A Sand County Almanac, a book that I highly 
recommend. This excerpt provides a succinct summary 
of one of the most important lessons we learned: 
"This sounds simple: do we not already sing 
our love for and obligation to the land of the free 
and the home of the brave? Yes, but just what 
and whom do we love? Certainly not the soil, 
which we are sending helter-skelter downriver. 
Certainly not the waters, which we assume 
have no function except to turn turbines, float 
barges, and carry off sewage. Certainly not 
the plants, of which we exterminate whole 
communities without batting an eye. Cer-
tainly not the animals, of which we have already 
extirpated many of the largest and most beau­
tiful species. A land ethic of course cannot 
prevent the alteration, management, and use 
of these 'resources,' but it does affirm their right 
to continued existence, and, at least in spots, 
their continued existence in a natural state." 
Kudos to Dr. Travis Perry for creating such a life-changing 
program, and kudos to the Ladder Ranch for allowing us 
to enjoy this experience.  
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